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The Argentine ant was first collected in 1866 in the neighbourhood of Buenos Aires 
and was described and named /ridomyrmex humilis iwo years later by the Austrian myrmecolo- 
gist, Gustav Mayr. Since that date this insect has been spread all round the world by man’s 
commerce and it is now a major pest in many countries on both sides of the equator, but 
not in the tropics. It was first recorded from South Africa in 1908 by the late C. P. Lounsbury 
and at that date it was apparently limited to a small area of the Cape Peninsula. One of the 
first tasks given me when I was appointed entomologist at the Rosebank Experiment Station 
forty years ago was to carry out some experiments with corrosive sublimate as a means of 
controlling the pest, whose presence was beginning at that time to make itself felt as an 
irritating nuisance as far afield as Rondebosch, but | failed to find it in Wynberg or beyond. 

Today it is the only ant to be found in the built-up areas of the Cape Peninsula. [t has 
killed or driven off all our native species in areas where it has established itself, with the 
exception of occasional colonies of the driver ant, Dorylus helvolus Linn, which are able 
to withstand the fierce competition of the Argentinian invader seemingly because of their 
nomadic habits. There are, however, a few small pockets of land that are still free of the 
Argentine ant. For example, although the pest is common at Hout Bay, it is not to be found 
at Llandudno, only two or three miles away, and ] am unable to suggest any reason for this. 
There is also an area amid the vineyards of Constantia where this ant has failed to establish 
itself, and it is not to be found on the mountain slopes above an altitude of 800 feet or so. 

It is now well established in Stellenbosch, Paarl, Wellington, Worcester, Robertson, 
Clanwilliam, Port Elizabeth, Graaff Reinet, East London and probably many other towns 
and villages in the coastal region of the Cape Province, but I failed to find it in Durban or 
Pietermaritzburg during a recent visit. A few small colonies have been found from time 
to time in Johannesburg and Pretoria, but this species does not seem to flourish at any great 
altitude above sea level, or in areas where the winter temperature drops below freezing for 
any length of time. Although it has been recorded from several places in Great Britain 
during the past fifty years it has not succeeded in gaining a foothold there. 

It is nowadays a harmful pest ın the southern states of the United States, Madeira, Portu- 
gal, Spain. the Riviera and Australia, but there are no reports of it from tropical regions. 
In its homeland, Brazil and the Argentine, it does not appear to be very troublesome. Ento- 
mologists have visited South America to hunt for diseases, parasites and predators that might 
serve to keep the pest in check, but they have failed to find any—the Argentine ant seems 
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to be extraordinarily free of natural enemies. During the forty years that I have had this 
species under observation I have not come across any disease or parasite among them. I have 
fed colonies with massive doses of the spores of Nosema apis, a protozoon that causes heavy 
mortality among honeybees at the Cape in the spring, but the Argentine ant is quite immune 
to this parasite; caterpillar wilt diseases and Jsaria fungus are also innocuous to them. The 
rapid spread of this insect round the world is doubtless due at least in part to their hardiness 
and freedom from natural checks, but it is dificult to understand why they have failed to 
invade the tropics, why they are common at East London but absent from Durban. 

In 1918 the late Dr. C. W. Mally put up a memorandum to the authorities urging that 
a campaign be started immediately to wipe out the pest in the Cape Peninsula. He warned 
that such a campaign would be expensive, and nothing was done. Today the ant is so widely 
spread and firmly established that it would be impossible to exterminate it. So far no survey 
has been made to determine the spread of this species in South Africa. Is it still extending 
its range and, if so, what are the factors that encourage or limit its distribution? People 
living in areas not yet invaded might well ask that steps be taken to prevent the further spread 
of this, the most pernicious ant pest in the world. 


DISCUSSION 


Dr. Poynton: Ants which appear to be Argentine Ants occur in Pietermaritzburg. 

Dr. Stuckenberg: Yes, 1 can confirm this: and would also add that the Argentine Ant has 
spread to Mauritius, which is undoubtedly tropical. They have now exterminated all 
other species of ant occurring in the lowland areas of the island. 


Dr. Poynton later sent me specimens of the ants found in Pietermaritzburg that he 
thought were Argentine ants, but they proved to be another species. S.H.S. 
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